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From the outset, we set out to question any simple definitions of either utopia or dystopia and, as the day progressed, it became clear that we were looking at far more than a simple dichotomy between two mutually opposed terms. Instead, these were clearly interdependent and complex concepts. As Professor Sue Vice argued in her insightful reading of the BBC TV series The Honourable Woman (2014), 'the clash between the tropes of utopia and dystopia' revealed how such a binary opposition could not be sustained.
Instead, she proposed the evocative term 'neutropia' to describe the breakdown of such dualist thinking (Vice 2015) .
So, a day that started with a discussion of messianism and British Jewish utopia, and went on to consider issues of (amongst other matters) 'New Jerusalems', forgotten texts, home, diaspora, 'race', promised lands and dystopian nightmares, concluded with a discussion of heterotopian 'other' spaces, asking if this somewhat oblique strategy might perhaps speak to, and for, contemporary British Jewish culture.
An engaging and insightful keynote lecture from Professor Bryan Cheyette on 'British Jewish Utopias and Dystopias from Zangwill to Jacobson' made a strong case for understanding the contemporary within British Jewish culture in terms of its historical traces. This special issue of the Journal of European Popular Culture, whilst focusing explicitly on an exploration of contemporary British Jewish culture, is informed in a number of ways by Cheyette's methodological imperative.
Following the academic presentations and discussions, delegates were invited to the launch of poet Jasmine Donahaye's memoir Losing Israel (2015), a lyrical reflection on Wales, Palestine and Israel. This shift, into a different kind of discursive space, constellated many of the themes that had been in circulation throughout the day.
From More to messianism: historical and philosophical contexts
'Utopia' is firmly linked with Thomas More's book of that name, published 500 years ago in 1516. More was an Englishman. Again, the term 'dystopia' was coined by another Englishman, John Stuart Mill. He used the word dystopia as synonymous with cacotopia, a neologism that had been invented by Jeremy Bentham; and the two words have in fact a similar etymology and intention: dys comes from the Greek dus, and means bad, abnormal, diseased; caco comes from the Greek kako, which is used to refer to something which is unpleasant or incorrect. (Vieira 2010: 16) So, ancient Jewish persecution led to utopian visions that were closely related to both a real place ('Jerusalem') and universalist dreams ('the coming of the Messiah').
Although this issue of JEPC considers contemporary British Jewish literary manifestations of utopia and dystopia, this specifically British (and English) context is worth bearing in mind.
Equally, we should not lose sight of the wider European intellectual context. In our discussion of Jewish messianic thought, British cultural insularity is decidedly unhelpful.
Although our guest-edited issue of JEPC focuses on novels and poems by British Jewish writers, the ideas of Martin Buber, Walter Benjamin and Ernst Bloch; Erich Fromm, Georg Lukács and Theodor Adorno; Jacques Derrida, Emanuel Levinas and Hannah Arendt, as well as other significant European Jewish thinkers, should not be discounted (Namli et al. 2014 ).
[Now in bibliography] Jewish messianism, we want to suggest, finds its secular voice in the European works of such intellectuals; and this impacts on British Jewish literature.
It is also worth identifying, from the outset, the difference between Jewish messianism and More's brand of utopia. More's Utopia does not depict a perfect place. In this, it resembles Plato's Republic (380 BCE) in simply describing the best organization of a city; although it goes further in depicting an actually existing place. Again, it resembles Augustine's City of God (426 CE). However, Augustine's vision is explicitly Christian and constructs a city for the afterlife ('an alotopia') (Vieira 2010: 6 'Catastrophic' apocalypticism here resembles redemptive messianism, the two being complementary, 'intertwined' and 'joined'. Both are 'shocking', and so we should not be overly surprised to find such 'shock' and 'extravagance' in utopian and dystopian British Jewish literature.
This issue of the Journal of European Popular Culture focuses on how contemporary British
Jewish literature responds to such utopian and dystopian narratives. These narratives, we want to suggest, oscillate between a messianism and a dystopianism often based on constructions of antisemitism in Britain and beyond.
From the Promised Land to Losing Israel: Essays
In placing Jewishness within this utopian/dystopian framework, the essays collected here draw from poetry, novels and memoir to consider themes of loss and belonging, possession and dispossession, home and diaspora.
Dreams of the Promised Land are deeply embedded within the Jewish imagination, and expressions of yearning for the land of milk and honey structure many reflections on Jewishness, both historically and in more recent times. This utopian imperative appears, for example, in Theodor Herzl's Altneuland (1902), a utopian novel that sets out some of the founding principles of Zionism. However, this is a complex and somewhat ambiguous ideal.
In some senses, the utopian imperative within Judaism, an eternal waiting within a condition of projected idealism, means that Jews are caught potentially in a condition of endless deferral. Moreover, as the recent history and present circumstances of Israel/Palestine suggests, the actualities of place, people and politics, in reality, rather than in a utopian vision, are far from ideal. Arguably, the utopianism that underpinned some of As the terms 'Jew', 'Briton' and 'European' continue to evolve, our hope is that these essays will stimulate further discussion of utopian and dystopian cultural spaces.
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